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OFFICE  OF  THE  SECRETARY— CIRCULAR  NO.  59. 


AUTOMOBILE     REGISTRATIONS,     LICENSES,    AND 
REVENUES  IN  THE  UNITED  STATES,  1915. 

(Prepared  by  the  Division  of  Road  Economics,  Office  of  Public  Roads  and  Rural 

Engineering.) 

During  the  past  10  years  the  State  registration  of  motor  cars, 
including  commercial  vehicles,  has  increased  5,000  per  cent  or  from 
about  48,000  in  1906  to  2,445,664  in  1915.  The  motor  vehicle  has 
not  only  developed  at  an  astonishing  rate  as  a  factor  in  transportation, 
but  has  in  an  equally  remarkable  development  served  to  augment 
very  materially  our  revenues  for  road  purposes.  Thus,  while  in  1906 
less  than  three-tenths  of  1  per  cent  of  the  total  rural  road  and  bridge 
expenditures  in  the  United  States  was  derived  from  the  motor- 
vehicle  revenues,  nearly  7  per  cent  was  secured  from  this  source  in 
1915. 

The  first  revenuaderived  by  the  State  governments  from  automobile 
registrations  was  collected  in  the  State  of  New  York  in  1901  and 
amounted  to  only  S954.  Other  States  gradually  took  up  the  regis- 
tration of  motor  vehicles,  chauffeurs,  and  operators,  but  for  several 
years  the  revenue  from  these  sources  was  almost  negligible.  The 
total  amount  collected  by  the  various  States  in  1905  amounted  to 
only  $62,500.  At  that  time  only  a  few  of  the  States  made  the 
revenues  from  this  source  directly  applicable  to  road  work.  The 
increase  in  subsequent  years  has  been  almost  phenomenal,  and 
during  1915  the  total  gross  revenues  derived  from  the  registration  of 
motor  vehicles  and  the  licensing  of  operators,  chauffeurs,  dealers, 
etc.,  amounted  to  $18,245,713.  Nearly  all  the  States  now  apply  the 
motor-vehicle  revenues  directly  to  the  construction,  improvement, 
or  maintenance  of  the  public  roads.  Of  the  total  revenue  collected 
during  1915  practically  90  per  cent  was  applicable  to  road  work,  and 
of  this  slightly  over  70  per  cent  was  placed  more  or  less  directly 
under  the  control  and  supervision  of  the  State  highway  departments. 
The  approximate  relation  and  rates  of  increase  of  the  three  factors, 
total  rural  road  and  bridge  expenditures,  motor-vehicle  registration 
and  license  revenues,  and  the  number  of  motor-car  registrations  from 
1906  to  1915,  inclusive,  are  shown  graphically  on  figure  1. 

On  January  1,  1916,  all  but  two  States,  South  Carolina  and  Texas, 
and  the  District  of  Columbia,  had  made  provisions  for  some  form  of 
periodical  State  registration.     These  registrations  are  now,  in  general, 
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required  to  be  renewed  annually.  Perennial  registration  exists  in 
reality  only  in  the  District  of  Columbia,  South  Carolina,  and  Texas, 
for  while  the  State  registration  is  perennial  in  Mississippi,  this 
State  also  requires  county  licenses,  which  are  renewable  annually. 
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Figure  1. 

In  Minnesota  all  motor  vehicles  are  registered  by  three-year  periods 
instead  of  annually. 

In  42  States  of  the  Union  all,  or  the  major  portion,  of  the  motor- 
vehicle  revenue  must  be  expended  for  the  construction,  improvement, 
or  maintenance  of  the  public  roads,  or  for  the  maintenance  of  the 
State  highway  department.  The  States  of  Alabama,  Delaware, 
Minnesota,    South   Carolina,    Texas,    and   West   Virginia,    and    the 


District  of  Columbia  do  not  make  this  requirement.  Michigan  also 
belonged  to  this  class  prior  to  January  1,  1916.  The  tendency  to  put 
the  expenditure  of  this  large  and  increasing  revenue  directly  in  the 
hands  of  the  State  highway  departments  of  the  various  States  is 
very  marked.  In  the  following  20  States  all  or  the  major  portion 
of  the  net  motor-vehicle  revenues  are  expended  by  or  under  the 
supervision  or  direction  of  the  State  highway  department:  Arizona, 
Connecticut,  Illinois,  Kentucky,  Maine,  Massachusetts,  Maryland, 
Missouri,  Montana,  Xew  Hampshire,  New  Jersey,  Xew  York,  Ohio, 
Oklahoma,  Pennsylvania,  Rhode  Island,  Tennessee,  Utah,  Vermont, 
and  Virginia.  In  seven  States  one-half  to  one-fourth  of  the  State 
motor-vehicle  revenues  are  expended  either  by  or  under  the  direct 
supervision  of  the  State  highway  department,  and  the  remainder 
by  the  local  authorities.  These  States  are:  Arkansas,  California, 
Colorado,  Idaho,  Michigan,  Xew  Mexico,  and  Wisconsin.  In  Iowa, 
Florida,  and  Tennessee  a  certain  portion,  varying  from  5  to  15  per 
cent,  of  the  motor-vehicle  revenue  is  designated  for  the  maintenance 
of  the  State  highway  department,  while  the  remainder  is  expended 
on  local  road  improvements.  The  13  States  in  which  the  State  gov- 
ernment exercises  no  appreciable  direct  supervision  or  control  over  the 
manner  of  expending  any  of  the  net  automobile  revenues,  and  which 
are  not  included  in  the  above  three  classes,  are  Georgia,  Indiana, 
Kansas,  Louisiana,  Mississippi,  X^ebraska,  Xevada,  Xorth  Carolina, 
North  Dakota,  Oregon,  South  Dakota,  Washington,  and  Wyoming. 

The  number  of  motor  vehicles  registered  under  the  general  designa- 
tion of  automobiles,  motor  trucks,  and  commercial  vehicles  in  con- 
tinental United  States  during  1915  amounted  to  a  total  of  2,445,664. 
The  total  road  mileage  of  the  United  States  outside  of  incorporated 
towns  and  cities  is  approximately  2,375,000  mi'es.  There  is,  there- 
foie,  an  average  of  slightly  more  than  1  motor  car  for  each  mile  of 
rural  public  road  in  the  United  States.  The  distribution  of  the  motor 
cars  among  the  several  States,  however,  is  far  from  uniform.  There  is 
only  1  motor  car  for  every  6  miles  of  rural  road  in  the  State  of  Xe- 
vada, while  in  the  State  of  Xew  Jersey  there  are  nearly  6  motor  cars 
for  every  mile  of  such  road.  Or,  with  an  average  of  1  motor-car  regis- 
tration for  every  44  persons  in  the  United  States,  in  the  State  of  Iowa 
there  is  1  for  eveiy  16  persons,  but  only  1  for  every  200  persons  in 
the  State  of  Alabama. 

The  tendency  seems  to  be  steadily  increasing  to  base  the  registra- 
tion fees  for  pleasure  cars  on  a  straight  horsepower  basis,  while  for 
commercial  vehicles  the  tendency  is  to  base  a  portion  of  the  fee  on  a 
straight  horsepower  basis  and  the  remainder  either  on  the  carrying 
capacity  or  on  the  weight  of  the  vehicle.  The  amount  of  fees  col- 
lected per  car,  whether  pleasure  or  commercial,  is  as  yet  far  from 
uniform,   and  is  still  further  complicated  by   the  widely  varying 


requirements  for  the  registration  or  licensing  of  chauffeurs,  owner 
operators,  dealers,  etc.  Thus,  if  we  use  as  a  basis  of  revenue  the 
total  registration  and  license  fees,  and  as  the  basis  of  motorcars 
the  total  number  of  automobiles,  trucks,  and  commercial  vehicles 
registered,  we  find  that  for  the  entire  United  States  the  average  fee 
per  motor  car  was  $7.46.  On  the  same  basis  the  State  of  Vermont 
secured  in  1915  a  gross  revenue  of  $18.10  for  each  motor  car,  while 
Minnesota  received  only  about  50  cents  annually  for  each  car,  as  the 
registration  is  for  a  three-year  period.  Furthermore,  in  Texas  and 
South  Carolina  no  annual  registration  fees  were  collected,  the  only 
requirement  being  a  county  fee  of  50  cents  and  $1,  respectively,  for  a 
perennial  registration.  These  variations  are  shown  in  column  11, 
Table  I. 

The  registrations  of  automobiles,  motor  trucks,  commercial 
vehicles,  chauffeurs  and  operators,  dealers  and  manufacturers,  the 
total  gross  registration  and  license  revenues,  and  the  amount  of  this 
available  for  road  work,  either  by  or  under  the  State  highway  depart- 
ment or  by  the  local  subdivisions,  for  the  year  1915,  are  given  in 
Table  I.  The  number  of  registrations  given  in  this  table  do  not 
necessarily  indicate  the  exact  number  of  motor  vehicles  of  any  one 
or  all  of  the  several  classes  in  actual  use  or  existence  in  the  various 
States,  excepting  so  far  as  the  laws  of  the  several  States  require 
annual  registration  under  these  classifications,  and  as  these  laws  are 
strictly  enforced.  Many  States  make  no  distinction  so  far  as  the 
registration  records  are  concerned  between  pleasure  and  commercial 
cars.  A  few  States  register  all  motor  vehicles,  including  motor 
cycles,  under  one  single  class,  while  some  States  do  not  even  require 
the  registration  of  motor  cycles.  Reference  to  the  principal  require- 
ments of  the  registration  of  motor  vehicles  which  are  charted  in 
Tables  III  and  IV  will  serve  to  make  clear  more  exactly  what  the 
data  in  Table  I  actually  represent. 

Table  II  gives  a  comparison  of  the  motor-car  registrations  and  the 
total  registration  revenues  for  the  years  1913,  1914,  and  1915.  For 
further  information  in  regard  to  the  registration  revenues  previous 
to  1913  the  reader  is  referred  to  Office  of  Public  Roads  Bulletin  No. 
48,  The  Repair  and  Maintenance  of  Highways,  pages  68-71. 
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Table  II. — Motor-car  registrations  and  gross  motor-vehicle  revenues,  1913  to  1915. 


1913 


1914 


1915 


1913 


1914 


Alabama. 
Arizona . . . 
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Total 1.25S, 062  I     1,711,339 
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40,000 


173.510 
12,000 

26,000 

3,  323 

152, 834 

661,  446 

15,084 

I   _"-   727 

60,000 

41,961 

457. 538 

3,000 

"     J7 

841,062 
129, 851 
10,000 
89, 170 

29,000 
16,000 
3.000 
111,460 
83,611 

48,356 
40,000 
190,  770 

7.920 


$113,202 

34.077 

56,  420 

1,338,785 

80,047 

406,623 
35,672 
20, 147 

i  6. 736 
104,575 

58,580 
699,725 

432.309 
1,040,136 

-  •  " 

85,8S3 
2  12,000 
192,542 
268,231 
923, 961 

(3) 
132,398 

51,146 
.   "    37 

27,000 

34.325 

4.331 

185;  288 

814,536 

19,663 

1,529,852 

89,580 

55,964 

685,457 

13,500 

77, 592 
1,185,039 

157, 020 
14,000 
125, 000 

39, 538 
20,000 
4,852 
154,267 
120,814 

60,506 

60,648 

293, 5S0 

12.140 


$180,744 

45,579 

80,551 

2,027,432 

120,  S01 

536,970 

55,596 

29,396 

260,000 

125,000 

121.259 
924,906 
587,318 
1,533,054 
'  387, 5S8 

117,117 

75.600 

268, 412 

386,565 

1, 235,  724 

373,833 
2  160,540 

76.  700 
323, 289 

33,120 

2  183,000 

7.  875 

257. 776 

1,062,923 

29,625 

1,991,181 

123,000 

79,245 

984, 622 

154,892 

108,881 
1,665,276 

206,440 

15,000 

2  180,000 

2  34.000 
20,000 

2  60,000 
218,486 
176,875 

23^.717 

128, 952 

431.977 

19,880 


2,445,664       8,192,253 


12,381,951    18,245,711 


1  Does  not  include  motor  cycles  nor  dealers'  and  manufacturers'  licenses. 

2  Estimated. 

3  Registration  law  declared  unconstitutional. 

4  State  registrations  only. 

5  Total  cars  registered  under  perennial  system. 

6  Registrations  1915  only. 
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